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New Perspectives on the Suppression of Buddhism during the
Northern Wei: On the Importance of Ethnicity and
Religion in Medieval China

Shu-fen Liu
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

Previous scholarship about the suppression of Buddhism during the fifth century by
the Northern Wei JL%f emperor Taiwudi K7 (r. 435-452) has focused on the
dynasty’s political history, the on-going struggle between Buddhism and Taoism, and even
the tensions between Buddhism and Confucianism. In this paper, I attempt to approach this
topic from a new and different perspective: one that takes into account the problems of
ethnicity and religion in north China during the medieval era.

Although the event that sparked Taiwudi’s suppression campaign was an uprising in
445 led by Gai Wu 22, a member of the Lushui 7K branch of the Xiongnu £J4Y
people, few scholars have taken into account the on-going antagonism between the
Xiongnu and the Tuoba il branch of the Xianbei £ people, which ruled much of
north China as the Northern Wei dynasty. In addition, the fact that Gai Wu and other
Lushui people were devout Buddhists may have contributed to Taiwudi’s antipathy towards
that religion. Even before Gai Wu’s rebellion, Taiwudi had fought against the Lushui
people in 439 during his campaign against the Northern Liang b dynasty, which
ardently supported Buddhism. Following the Northern Wei victory, over 30,000 supporters

of the Northern Liang were forcibly resettled in the area around the capital city of

Pingcheng 7~ (today’s Datong K[H]), but two younger brothers of the Northern Liang
ruler fled to Gaochang /=& (in today’s Xinjiang #75%), where they continued to resist
the Northern Wei while also controlling many of the key routes between China and Central
Asia. Thus, it is clear that the Lushui people were bitter enemies of the Northern Wei, and a
constant thorn in Taiwudi’s side. These historical factors, combined with the scale of Gai
Wu’s rebellion and his people’s devotion to Buddhsim, all contributed to Taiwudi’s
campaign of suppression against the Buddhist religion.

This paper begins with a description of the geopolitical environment of north China

during the first half of the fifth century, with special attention being devoted to the origins
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of the Lushui people, their migration to north China, and their links to both Central Asia
and the Southern Dynasties F§%H. This is followed by a description of Gai Wu’s rebellion.

The next section of the paper concerns the links between Gai Wu’s rebellion and Taiwudi’s
suppression of Buddhism, while the final section treats Taiwudi’s attempts to exterminate

those ethnic groups that opposed him both during and after the suppression of Buddhism.

Keywords: suppression of Buddhism, ethnic group, Northern Wei, Northern Liang,

Gai Wu

-48-





